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The Value of Play Equipment 
Introduction 
Fredrich Froebel,^ who established the first kinder­
garten said that man and nature were both created by the 
same divine Being and must be governed by the same laws. 
He reasoned that as the farmer puts nothing new into the 
seed which he plants, but merely gives them the right 
kind of soil and the right care, keeping the weeds from 
choking them, giving them a sufficient amount of water 
and room in which to grow putting poles or props for the 
tendrils of climbing plants to cling to, and loosening the 
roots to give more air and freedom for the growth of the 
plant; so too, the parent or the teacher could add nothing 
new to the child. He or she would merely superintend the 
unfolding of the child*s inborn powers and supply the suit­
able employment of those powers so that they, by' being 
rightly exercised, would grow as they were intended to grow 
by their Creator. 
This being true, i t  seems to me the chief work of the 
parent or teacher is to supply what is needed and to 
strengthen the child and make i t  develop aright. 
1  Froebel. Education of Man; Education by Development. 
Since play or voluntary effort is the most important 
activity of childhood, and here development begins, we 
should provide a suitable environment and the right kind 






The Value of Play Equipment 
In this bit of historical research on play equip­
ment, i t  seems that the first play equipment must have been 
a doll,  and from this came other toys and play equipment 
for boys. Dorothy G-ladys Spicer, who has done a deal of 
work of this nature says, "We often wonder about the first 
dolls which l i t t le Puritan maidens brought with them to 
stern New England shores. Were they perhaps Bartholomew 
Babies, the popular English dolls which were sold at 
Bartholomew Fair in London and of which the British poet 
has written: 
"I want a l i t t le Babye 
As pretty a one as may be 
With a head dress made of feathers," 
or were the first dolls that were brought across the ocean 
less worldly toys--simple home-made affairs with bodies of 
wood or rag, and clothes in keeping with the period?" 
Regardless of speculation, we may be fairly certain 
that l i t t le Puritan girls,  like children of all  ages and 
nationalities did have dolls,  and whether they represented 
costly purchase from a London fair or the work of a loving 
mother's hands, they surely were loved and cherished by 
their youthful Owners. 
-5-
Dolls, the first play material,  have been adored by 
l i t t ly girls since very ancient times. The ancestor of the 
modern doll dates back more than twenty-five thousand years, 
to the Stone Age, when images were fashioned to propitiate 
the gods of f ire and thunder and rain. Children of Egypt 
and Asia, Greece and Rome, all  played dolls and "mothered" 
them with as much affection as l i t tle girls of early 
America. When Greek and Roman girls reached marriageable 
age, they put away "childish things" and dedicated their 
dolls and toys to Venus or Diana. We are told of Timarete, 
a delightful l i t t le Roman maiden, who brought the Virgin 
Godess her dolls,  the net which had bound her girlish locks, 
and all  her treasured playthings. As she placed these on 
the alter the young girl prayed "0, Daughter of Latona, 
spread thy hand over the head of Timarete, and take that 
pious child under thy protection." 
Many Egyptian dolls were brightly painted. Some 
of them even boasted of wigs which have remained intact 
for the many centuries since the dolls were play things of 
the l i t t le dark skinned children of the Nile. Some of the 
Greek dolls with their movable joints and well proportioned 
bodies, bear striking resemblance to the marionettes which 
delight our modern boys and girls.  
-6-
Arab girls played doll even in time of Mahomet. 
History relates how Ayeshea, child-wife of the Prophet, 
persuaded him. to join her in her game of dolls. 
The American Indians possessed strange primitive 
dolls, many of which probably were designed as fetishes 
rather than play equipments. According to Dr. Hough of 
the Smithsonian Institution, the earliest known real doll 
of the American Indian was clothed in the elaborate frills 
and ruffles of the Elizabethan period. Evidently this 
sophisticated plaything had come into Indian possession 
through some sixteenth century explorer. 
As time went on, and play equipment began to be 
imported to the New World from. England and Prance, little 
American girls had wonderful dolls from London and Paris and 
boys, jack-knives, spying glasses, drums, toys, balls, and 
other toys. 
According to Alice Morse Earle,1 who has written 
so charmingly on Child Life in Colonial Days, play equip­
ments for children in Colonial time were few in number, save 
the various ones they manufactured themselves. They played 
more games and had fewer toys than modern children. Bur­
dock bur-baskets, acorn doll dishes, and chestnut shell 
baskets,.to say nothing of birch bark carnu copias and pine 
1 Child Life in Colonial Days, McMillan Company, 1929. 
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needle mats all numbered among the many home-made play 
equipments of the period when children were unspoiled by 
mechanical toys. 
In Great Grandmother's day little girls were not 
encouraged to be frivolus. Although they had, and enjoyed 
dolls and were accustomed to play with games and simple 
toys of their own, making the practice of fine needle work 
occupied a considerable portion of their time. In almost 
every household a daily sewing stitch was required before 
a child was permitted to run out doors and play in the sun­
shine. 
Modern education stresses the need of sunshine 
and we have come to know that as much as possible of the 
child's play should be carried on out of doors. We also 
know that in providing play material for children we must 
include two types: things which exercise the large 
muscles, and things which stimulate mental activity. The 
out-door is "the true home of childhood, in this wild, 
undomesticated stage from which modern conditions have 
kidnapped and transported him; but for very many children, 
the pasture and the wood lot have long since been sold, the 
climbing tree has been chopped down, the barn, even the 
wood shed has disappeared," 
-8-
IPacing this change in community life which has 
brought about the apartment and neighborhood play ground, 
we must provide a substitute for those things which were 
before a natural part of the environment. If there are no 
trees to climb we must have ladders, ropes, horizontal 
bars. The modern child has no sandy creek in which to play, 
but the narrow city lot is roomy enough to include a sand 
box. 
All that I am trying to say is that we must have a 
suitable environment. Suitable environment must mean favor­
able for growth. An environment might be planned with specific 
phases of growth in mind, it would vary as the group varies, 
but the environment must be one in which the processes of 
growth go on fully and at an adequate rate. By growth I do 
not mean increase in bulk alone, but increase in power and 
control and in maturation. Development means to us all the 
progress towards maturity. The moment we begin to look at 
it from this point of view we see the importance of giving 
each phase of development an opportunity to mature. 
We can trace in many adults immaturities in gait, 
in attitude towards this or that situation, in taste, or 
what not. 
- 9 -
The environment then as far as concerns the material 
equipment and the physical arrangement should be based upon 
what we know of growing children, we should make our decision 
regarding equipment upon the observation of the behavior of 
small children. 
We see them putting forth all the energy they can 
summon. We observe them pushing, rolling, hauling, pulling; 
we watch them running, climbing, balancing, and, given un­
impeded space and suitable accessory material, we see them 
gaining balance and control of their bodies through the 
exercise of the big muscles of trunk and chest and of the 
arm-shoulder and the leg-pelvis girdle. We see them touch­
ing, handling, manipulating, looking, listening, feeling, 
tasting, or feeling with the mouth. They include in their 
investigation the bodies and possessions of their associates 
at first in a purely objective fashion, but from a very 
early age with interest and, given opportunity, we can see 
their progress from their first assaults to a realization 
of a sort of social relation with other children. 
In addition to the needs of growth which can be met 
in the environment, there is the necessity of forming certain 
habits which are of biological importance, and of making 
automatic a child's response to items of his daily program. 
-10-
As has been said, the play activity of children 
is a dynamic process stimulating growth and the integration 
of the entire organism as no system of training, however 
skillfully devised could do. Therefore, in our choice 
of equipment we must provide materials which would not only 
develop the bodies of children, but which would also have 
genuine play content and would follow the lines of genuine 
play interests. That is in providing wagons and kiddy-
kars, pails, and shovels, spring boards, see-saws, and 
swings, slides, steps and packing boxes, blocks, dolls, 
crayons, and clay, we should thinjsof their play use as 
well as of the effect of exercise with them upon muscular 
development. 
Besides the importance of gaining an integrated use 
of the muscular equipment, a return to our study of children's 
behavior shows us that they need opportunity for sense ex­
periences. We should present the children with a situation 
that holds in it inherent play possibilities and encourage 
them to deal with it in their own way. I believe that this 
method leads to the development of a ready initiative and 
an inquiring experimental attitude toward the environment which 
are more fruitful than the degree of skill which might be attained 
-11-
by deliberate training. Sense experiences should not be 
given by training but by providing materials,  the use of 
which leads to sense discrimination because with self-
initiated use comes power. Have the children play with 
things of different weight and sizes; with things of different 
colors; crayon, clothing, dolls,  covers, blocks; with things 
of different texture and consistencies, and as they use 
these materials they are becoming aware of differences and 
likeness, of qualities, and relationship which will lead 
to sensory activity. They then perceive the qualities in 
their relation to the phenomena in which they are seen, not 
as isolated sensations. 
Hellen McDougall^says, "Play is the child's l ife, 
toys contribute to its effectiveness. They are an attractive 
means of teaching new motor and mental habits." 
"I don't  believe," says Gladys Denny Shulty,£  "it is 
possible ever to emphasize too strongly that the early train­
ing of a child consists largely in number of fundamental 
habits.  The things necessary for a child's wholesome develop­
ment should be second nature to him. The time to teach these 
basic habits is in the first two years." 
1  Hellen McDougall.  Practical Home Economics. December, 1934, 
p. 350 
2  Gladys Denny Shulty. The Physical Care and Habit Training 
of the Pre-School ChilcU Oh. VII, p. 156. 
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Play is a very important phase in child develop­
ment and psychologists are putting a simply amazing emphasis 
on this part of child life which has heretofore been taken 
for granted. It is in play that the child learns most of 
the important life lessons, and his attitude towards life 
will be determined to quite an extent by the way his play is 
handled. 
I have presented many proofs to you to support the 
subject of this thesis, The Value of Play Equipment. We 
have seen that by playing with the proper play materials, 
the child learns many things that he should and must know, 
and now we are justified in saying that play equipments 
are more than toys to the child, they are his school books; 
from them he learns motor skills and mental abilities. 
In summing up let us remember the words of two 
great educators who have studied children very carefully. 
John Dewy1 says, "The child's life is play. If 
he plays much his life will be full and he will learn much." 
Mrs. Frenton2, in her Practical Psychology of Baby­
hood, said, after the seventh month of her son's age, "From 
this period on his play is merely a record of his progressive 
acquaintance with his environment. The description of his 
play is virtually on account of the development of his motor 
John Dewy, A Cyclopedia of Education, McMillan, 1925. 
o 
Mrs. Frenton, Practical Psychology of Babyhood, pp. 23-40. 
- In­
coordination. He learns through playing; and for this 
reason i t  is easy to believe that play is a device to enable 
the child to learn." 
Seeing that play equipments are so very important, 
let each of us see to i t  that our children are provided with 
the right kind that they may develop into the beings the 
Creator intended them to be and let us remember that the 
types should include those for motor development and those 
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